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ABSTRACT . - • . 

A secondary analysis of survey data obtained, from 331 * 
Minneapolis-St. Paul, Minnesota, residents shortly aftei: the 1980 
presidential election showed that . self-interest exerts a strong 
influence on voting behavior. Self-ii^terest is the degr^yp to which an 
issue impinges immediately and tangibly upon an individual's private 
life. Respondents were asked to list the top two political issues of , 
most importance to them. The survey also included 10 items which 
objectively assessed the respondents* self-interest on economic 
matters, making it possible to determine the respondents personal 
agenda?, i.e., how they ranked the issues in terms of importance for 
practical purposes.' For example, respondents were asked about the^ 
frequency with J^hij^^hey compared prices for grocj^ries, their 
satisfaction with^'^Kr take-home, pay, and similar types of 
questions, tfsing these ilSms to form an index of -self-interest, it 

•was hypothesized that for those respondents ifho indicated a primary 
concern with economic issues and who were personally invoj-ved with 

'"these issues, a stronger relationship would be found between their 
self-interest index and their vote choice. The hypothesis was 
supported. <RM) - , 
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- Sel^ 
One of the crontin, 
the relationship,, be tw( 
science, there has als 
to vhich politicalyaftC^ 




voting behavior 
have been what are te 
As traditional 
these terms, "/elf 
issue; "impinges ^.mme 
private life" J^kinder & 

are presumed to reflect thi's" perce|.ved impTn 
"Symbolic beliefs", on the other hand, '/a 
socialisation influences e:^erienced early in '^fe. ^'fccording to 
this view, this early socialization involves conditior^iag of specific 
emotional responses toward specific global issut)^; for example, of 



strong negative affective responses toward ^% 



usin-g" or "taxes", 



In 



adulthood, related issues in the form of political symbols may * , 
trigger the earlier-socialized response , :U3ually with little necessary 
calculation of the futur6 costs and benefits of ^such responses to 
one's current private needs (Scats, ^t^^^ Tyler & Allen; 1980). 

The conventional finding in past research looking at the 
-^e^^itive influence of -self intovosts^ and symbolic beliefs upon votinr. 
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behavior has been that symbolic beliefs have the predominant Influence 

on voting, while self interests have a negligible influence on the 

% ^ ^ . 

• ■ ■ ■ ■ . ■ 

voters* decision. The research which will be addressed here raisfes 



question j^under vfiat conditions do self interests, more str<>ngly 
influence voting behavior?',' " > * ^ 

There are, in fact, certain reasons which might lead one to 
suspect that the influence of symbolic beliefs is not as widespread 
as Xt at first appears. In particular, past appi^oaches to^^the study 
self interests and symbolic beliefs have a priori specified the ^ 
particular issue of interest, for example, busing~an 
issue which ;raay certainly be of interest to the researcher, buto , 
which is not necessarily of interest tb the voter. That is, given^ * 
an^ssue^ it has generally been assumed that all persons will, 
consider that issue ^^ally. It seems reasonable to Kelieve, however, 
th^t in an, election, particularly a^ presidential election, in which 
^many different issues are* involved, that' there will be great 
variability in terms of the degree of importance or priority which 
any giveiii individual ^f fixes to any given issue. In other words, 
people likely differ in termsl of what vW,e call '*personalv agendas" . 



A "personal agenda" is a ranking of issues in terms of their 



importance or priority to thar individual who uses them for a , 

.) • . : . ■: 

particular purpose. In the'r>ealm of politics, such personal agend:Ks 
may be formed so as to enable the voter to distill the large 
amount o- olit/icnl information, availabl e for ' consideration in ' - 



/ 
4 



deciding a political preference. Presumably, those issues which 

, ^ i . ^ . ^ ^ . ■ ' . ^ . • ■ . - -. 

ar^ at^ the top. of one's agenda should represent more ^dlient issues • 

. . . , - , ■••f.*.-. 

• ^ -to th^ Individual, i^ssues for which relevant personal information 

should^more likely be considered. , ' ^ ^ ' /• 

. * ' . • : r ■ . - ' r_ . • ' • ■ . . y 

In order for' personal information regarding- one's self jLn tercet'" . 

with respect. to -a pa^rtkcular issue to have a relatively large impa^at 

upon one's voting choice, th^t issue would Jiave to be tov7ards the , 

' ' ' ^ ^ ' V ; , - , ' ■ ' ::, 

ton of that individual's personal; agenda* Note that: we are makitig \ 
a distinction Mere bc-teeen 'an ;issue'*s bein| hlgh-on-^ne- s pexsbivil'V^ 

, ' . . \ ' - ■■: 

agenda and that, issue's involving some degree- of '^If intrerest -for 
tha^ individual. The two may gq hand-ifi-hand, but this- is not a 
necessary ct>nditi6n. In-addition, having a self Interest with 
' respe<!:t to a given issue does not in and «£ itself make that issue ^ 
s. appear at the top of one's personal agend^. \.7hat! is^, on any given 
day, one is likely to encounter many diffferentvtypes of dirifct 
' experiences, all of which may ^impinge upon one'fe v;elfare in some/way* 

' or another, l^ich ^ these experiei^^cs, however, is taken to have 

■ - ' ' ' ' ■ '■ - 

implications- for^one's more loftg- term .goals and plans ±sf, an entirely 

different matter. Only certain experiences are likely to be ijcmembercd 

■ . "i ' • ' ^ , ■ . * 

and viewed as useful- to making fpture decisions. Thgrefore, in our 

^ view, only those experiences which pertain po one's most important 

Koals. plans, or In our particular case, political i^ssucs with 

tespect to a given' election are likely ''to-be considered iis germain 

to one's political choice. ^ ' . 
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It makai &tle sense i' theri, to believe tW t*jective ineasuxcs . :|- ; 




" caa reiia^^^ 

. ..fyet, in most past 'studies such objecfctve me^^uresJhaY^^^ 

and example^' of ^:hese may be seen in Table 1- T - 

Self interest was taken by these researchers to 'be a composite pf. 
the response^ to these three items. *Vet3..no attempt was made to asses J ^ ^ 
^^ how^ or even ^f/ for example, the respondents ^elt threatm^^ : 

: the imminent l^sin^ c^f their children. Indeed, no attempt was made ^ ^ 
l_^l^e-^ind_o^^^^^^^ 

at all^ l/is perhapsae^s surprising; .then that they found little ' 

i relation ^tweeri the respondents' "objective" self interests and 
Vtheir fefelii^s . about 'publvlc policy' involving the busing issue. _ 

Ther^ is a way. however, of placing; those objective assessments 
, of self interest. into con^exx. That is, by assessing which issues , 
are deemed by the. respo«flent to ,be most important, one can ad^'t • • U. 
a more /diographic approach and test^whcther the self interests of 1 - 
■ ^Lse impottant issues exert a stronger influence .upon voting 
behavior than do the self interests f or^ those persons for whom 
samQ issues are- Kot as important. Such an idiographic aj^proach. 
\ as orij^inaii; proposed by Allport in the perso^lity domAn, examines 
^. '^ - the -coafiguratian of attitu'd^s or beliefs within au indivicfUal. 



raJ^iS^^^n- tnie; tradition^ nomothetic' aptiroach^^g|p| /' J?^^ 




attituJG fcross individuals. , In this manner, gf^H^^^ ^^^^ 
%qucst^ "raised at the out;sct: Under what coniSrtion 



, . • * * , . • . 

in tere'sts exert a stronger Influence on voting behavior? 

To answer this question, we^ performed a secondary analysis of 
survey data obtained from 331 ^linneapolis-St% Paul residents shortly 



after the 198Q p^esid^ti/al election, these- data* v^re collected in . 
Twin Cities Pub ia:c Opinion poli' cor^ducted by John Sullivan and 



a 



his colleagues from the Minnesota Political Science department. 
Within' this IVin Cities survey, there Were jO items wWich objectively 
assessed the rfespondents' "self interest" <$h econoaic matters. For ^ 

example0^respondents were aslced'abdut the frequency with which they 

. -) ' ■ ■ /' • 

compared price's for gr;.ceri^s while shopping, their satisfaction ^ 

w*th their pifesent level of *take-hame pay', aod^siailar types pf 
questions.- Using' these items to form an index of self interest, wc 
hypothesized that for those respondents indicating a primary concern 
with -economic. issues^ on an open endfed personal agenda measure , a^ 
Stronger relationship should have been found between their self 
l^itei^cst' index and their vote choice. Th^s xTould indicat^that 
econO||^ isstles were high eno^i'gh on- theii^ personal -agendas that|||| 
tijeir direct experiences with finance-related Activities would- 
have been reflected in how they voted. 

; ' fcr 'example, if some respondents indicated that-Jin flat ion 
was one of the most' important issues to .tfifem, and fhov Ijad also 
•cngased, in a number of money-saving ad-tivitics, then, their direcLj 
experiences were' likely to enhance their' cbnsidcrat^on of^thc 
-presidential candidates in terms of who thqy felt would do 



better Job of fighting off inflation. ' To the extent; for example, 
that the;f'felt that Reagan would do a better, job, then they were 
more likely to vote for Reagan. Other respondents, by contrast, 
may also have felt that economic issues vere highly important , to 



them, yet they may not Tiave engaged' in the sort of direct experience 
activities which* Were used, to .assess sellT interest objectively. In 
their cafee, for example, to^-^Jie extent that they felft that Carter 
was -doing a f;Lne job at handing the econ^say^ especially as far* as 
. their own fihancefe w^^ concerned, then they were more likely to - . 
vote' for Carter. Hence, even though these two types-of respondents, 
did hot lia.^e the ?aine(ley^l of self interest-, t)ecausp they both' 
felt^that economic iss\es were important , thedfr levels pf self inchest 

" . )• 

ft)ul;i be seen to relate to their vote choice. On tfle other hand, 
supposing they had all ranked "pollution" much lower dowij on their 
pelrsonal agenda of impci^tant politici^l issues. Then r^&^^liBiH|PP 
their self interests involving pollution, one would not expect as^ 
'strong a relation between their pollution self interest and their - 



leir pollaM-on self interest and the 
^Inriv;- to \ie relation between IrcJ 



vote choice — particularly rel 
economic 'self interest' and their vote choice. 

Results of our secondary analysis Support this* example 
Respbndent^s had an opportunity to list thcif first and second most 
important issues. As t^he data presented in the handout indicate, 
for diose who listcd'cconomic-Kelated issues (which could hnit been 
^ covcrnrnqnt -spending, infl.ition or unemployment) ns b^th their lirst 

A" ^ V, ■ . , . 



' ^ Personal Agdndas^ 

V ■ . • " 

• •• ' * • 

. : ■ 8 

t ' . • ■• ; •'■ - ■ ' • 

and second choices, xne correlation between their self interest index 
: • ' ' ^ ^ . ^ • 

and their voH'i^g' choice was^39. In conj^rast, £017 those respondents 
Indicating no^ economic issue as either their fisst or second choice, 
the correlation-^etween their self interest iydex and thei^ votiq^ 

choice was an insignificant -.07. A comparison between these two 

• . ^ . ' . • ■ 

groups ^owed that they did noj: differ significantly ijj thqiir average 

\ ■ ^ ■ • 

level of self intexest. Thus, by taking into consideration the 
degree of personal*'involvement held by the individuals for the 
is&ue associated with the self interest index, in this case|; witii 
econami^ issueg", ^tT^as^ indeed possible to fiwd rcsdlts suggestive, 
of ^n ^efffect^of. self *intereso on behavior . - * \ 

\J Such results reflect a^more general approach to study of^ 
political reasoning about i^^^BKl rissu^s. Our results emphasize^ 
the ^mportance of considering personkl" involvement i/i ^alyzing hov,-^ 
peopfe perceive and* '^ink aKout those political issues* . In addition, 
* they raise the question of the degree tck which' people adopt a more 
experiential or inductive approach to political reasoning, as opposed 



^to a reliaace upon the traditional deductive apprc^ch which more 

* • ' ' ' ' . • 

heavily emphasizes the directoLve role^of synkoli^. beliefs. Before • 

■ ' . ii 

one can implant our findings into thl*s context, however, the nature 
of ±Kductlvo ^ersus deductive approaches to politic-al reasoning; 
should be more intensely examined, preferably by using a national ^ 
probability sample. ' * ' • 

* . * ' • ' " - . V 
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Personal Agendas and the Influence of Self Interest on Voting Behavior 



Self interest"* refers to the degree to which some issue "itfrpinges 
. ' ^ \ immediately and tangibly upon an -individual's 

^ \ private life" (Kinder* & Kiewiet , 197^. ' » ^ 

"SS^mbolic beliefs": socialized emotional rest)onses to global issueg 

(e.g., taxes) which are triggered by political 
* . . ' symbols; involve little or tw' calculation of 
costs and -benefits to one^s current private 
. . - ne^s (Sear^, Lau, Tyler & Allen ^ 1980). 

"Personal agenda":* a ranking of issues in terms of ^their im^fdrtancc/ 

priority in relation to one's long-term gosiJLs 
and ^ans; those Iss'ues at the top pf one's 
> agenda represent more salient issues and self 

interests associated with those issues arc 
considered to exert a ,^|ponger influence on 
behavior. 



Example of past-uScd "objective" self : interest maasure (from Sears, 
Hensler & Speer) ? . „ ^ ' ' 

For the busing is^e: 



1) J[ij some places, school boards are taking some cliildren out 
of their closest neighborhood schools and sending them by 
btls to- otli^r schools ^farther away^. Has anything like this 
happened around here? ^ 4^ 

i) Do^ yoju have any children aged 5 to 18 who go to public 
school here? 

3) Is the 'grade school nearest you all white, mostly- white, 
about half-and-half, molfly black^ or all black? 



\ 
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Table 1 (Continued) 



Example of "objective'; §elf interesi;. itemsV used in current study: 

. 1) When shopping ^or groceries, I compare prices carefully and. 
more often buy the cheaper brand (Frequently /Occasionally/ * 
Never)' * ' . , - 

. 2) I avoid going i)ut to eat at nicfer restaurants as much as 
I used to (Frequently/Occasionally/Never) 

^ 3) a Wpuld you say thaL^y^q of f' or worse off 

financially thaJn you^w<ere a year ago? 

4) Woiil^you say that yc^tt" have> been badly hurt by inflation, / 
hurtMbomewhat, not afifected ,very much, or heljied financially 
- by inflai^ion? . 



dorrelations^f self^ interest index witft vote choice: ^ 

For persons for whom economic issues important, r = .39, p <.001, 

For persons for whom economic issues not important, r = -.07, 
£ = ns, N = 45. Fisher' Z = 2.45, p <.015'. . ' > 

Standar4ized regression cdeff icjtents for self interest and symbolic 
belief indices: ^ ' .\z ' > ' ^ 

For "economic issues iinportaht" group: self inte^:e\t = ,348, 
* symbolic belief = .3i8V ^ . ' ; * 7 ^ A 



' Ibr "econoifflPb issues less important" group: self interest = .023, 
^\symbolie- belief =.^399. ^ \ 

(All coefficient^ significant at .01 level or above except for 
self interest. weight for second group, which -is not significant.) 



